ABSTRAcT
INTRODUcTION
Currently, percutaneous nephrolithotomy (PCNL) is the gold standard treatment for renal stones >20mm and >15mm in diameter that are located in an inferior renal calyx (1, 2) . In recent years, PCNL procedures have significantly increased worldwide. Although PCNL is an established procedure with specific indications, differences are observed in the practice patterns among urologists worldwide (3), which has contributed to significant differences in surgical procedures, preoperative planning, and postoperative management. These significant differences could impact the final surgical outcomes and may occur because of factors that include the urologist's training, experience and case volume and the practice setting. Because PCNL is a multiple step procedure, the likelihood of modifications by urologists at every single step is increased.
Until recently, few reports have been published on the particular practice patterns among urologists, and these studies were mainly conducted in the United States and Europe (3) (4) (5) . Moreover, limited data are available on the practice patterns among Latin American urologists. Therefore, our aim was to evaluate the practice patterns among Latin American urologists and compare the impact of endourology training on the performance of PCNL. Endourology training is defined as a post-residency sub-specialization in all minimally invasive surgeries, including percutaneous surgery for urinary stones treatment. To our knowledge, this study is the first to report information on the PCNL practice patterns of urologists in relation to endourology training.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The web platform SurveyMonkey® was used to create a 27-item anonymous survey on the PCNL for renal stone treatment (see appendix). The survey was sent via e-mail and other electronic media to 2000 urologists from 15 different Latin American countries, and a Whatsapp group was created for communication among the main urologists in each country. The survey collected information on the demographics, age, nature of the practice, training in endourology (defined as a post-residency sub-specialization specific for urinary stones treatment) and preoperative, perioperative and postoperative variables. The results were analyzed based on the following two groups: endourology-trained urologists (group 1) and nontrained urologists (group 2) that reported to do PCNL and we excluded from the comparative analysis those urologists that do not perform PCNL. The group results were compared using the chi-squared test and Fisher's exact test. The statistical program SPSS version 20 for Windows was used for all analyses. Statistical significance was defined at a p-value <0.05.
RESULTS

Demographic data
A total of 331 participants from 15 different countries responded to the survey (rate of 16.55%) Table- urologists performed significantly more PCNL procedures per year than the nontrained urologists (p=0.0005) ( Table-2) .
Preoperative considerations
With respect to the preoperative considerations, 72.9% and 51.9% of the urologists in groups 1 and 2 used renal stones >20mm as an indication for PCNL (p=0.0005), respectively; 27.1% and 11.3% of the urologists in groups 1 and 2 used renal stones >15mm in the lower pole calyx as an indicator for PCNL (p=0.003), respectively; 85.1% and 58.5% of the urologists in groups 1 and 2 considered preoperative tomography necessary (p=0.0005), respectively; and 12.7% and 4.7% of the urologists in groups 1 and 2 used preoperative nephrolithometry scores as an indicator (p=0.0005).
Perioperative variables
Of the urologists with and without endourology training, a total of 45.2% and 32.1% used the practice pattern of endoscopic combined intrarenal surgery (ECIRS) (p=0.0005), respectively; 68.3% and 38.7% used multiple percutaneous tract realization of each group (p=0.0005), respectively; and 19.9% and 5.7% used minimally invasive percutaneous nephrolithotomy (MiniPERC) (p=0.0005), respectively ( Table-3 ). Only 7 participants (2.1%) of the total reported performing percutaneous puncture guided by ultrasound.
Postoperative conduct
At the end of the procedure, the nephrostomy tube was left in place more frequently by the untrained urologists than by the endourologytrained urologists, and the difference was statistically significant (p=0.0023). Tomography was more frequently used as the stone-free evaluation method by untrained urologists (Table-3) .
DIScUSSION
PCNL is a complex minimally invasive procedure for renal stone treatment, and reports have shown that the outcomes are dependent on the case volume and experience of the surgeons. Kadlec showed that the in-hospital mortality rates were lower at higher-volume centers (6) , and Withington demonstrated that the length of the hospital stay was shorter in higher-volume units (7, 8) . These results may be related to the different practice patterns of urologists dedicated predominantly to stone disease and urologists who are more generalized. Moreover, practice patterns vary among urologists worldwide (5). Our study showed that significant differences occurred in the PCNL practice patterns between trained and untrained urologists in Latin America.
In a survey completed by Endourological Society members, 62% of respondents reported that they had received endourology training (5). Latin American urologists have a similar percentage of endourology training, with 66.7% of our respondents reporting that they had received endourology training.
As mentioned above, one of the most important influencing factors on surgical outcomes is a surgeon's case volume, and our results showed that Latin American urologists with training in endourology performed a significantly larger number of PCNL procedures than urologists without training. Thus, a proportional relationship was observed, with improved surgical outcomes observed for urologists with a greater case volume of PCNL procedures per year.
The American Urological Association and the European Urological Association have established that PCNL is the gold standard for the treatment of renal stones >2cm because the PCNL procedure has a better stone-free rate than other minimally invasive treatments. However, recent im- provements in flexible ureteroscopes have led to the preference of flexible ureteroscopy for the treatment of renal stones of 2-3cm among a number of urologists at high-volume centers (9, 10) . In a study from the United Kingdom, 29% of the PCNL procedures were performed for renal stones >2cm; 33% of the PCNL procedures were performed for renal stones at 1-2cm; and 9% of the PCNL procedures were for stones <1cm (11) . These findings show that a greater percentage of PCNL procedures in the United Kingdom corresponded to stones with diameters from 1-2cm. However, our data showed that a greater number of Latin American urologists with training in endourology preferred performing PCNL for renal stones >2cm compared with nontrained urologists (72.9% vs. 51.9%) ( Table-4) .
Computed tomography (CT) is the cornerstone for PCNL surgical planning, and AUA guidelines state that CT should be performed for all patients prior to PCNL. Our study showed that CT is more frequently performed before surgery by urologists with endourological training than by urologists without training, and the differences were statistically significant. This pattern could indicate that trained urologists perform more careful surgical planning than those without training, which could represent an additional factor that could influence the final surgical outcomes.
Regarding surgical planning and patient counseling, previous studies have not evaluated the rate at which nephrolithometry scores are used by urologists. These scores are useful for predicting stone-free and transfusion rates as well as the likelihood of complications after PCNL (12) (13) (14) (15) . However, although the use of nephrolithometry scores is not common among Latin American urologists, urologists with endourological training use these scores significantly more often than urologists without training (12.7 vs. 4.7%).
Trauma to renal parenchyma and bleeding are associated with the tract size. To minimize tract-associated morbidity in PCNL, various urologists worldwide have applied the minimally invasive PCNL procedure (miniperc) followed by the micro-PCNL (microperc) and the ultramini PCNL (UMP) procedures (16) (17) (18) .
Miniperc defined as a percutaneous tract diameter between 15-20Fr (19) has been used to treat medium-sized (10-20mm) renal stones in 11.7% of patients in high-volume centers (20) ; thus, it has become popular among urologists. Our data showed that nontrained Latin American urologists were less likely to perform miniperc procedures than trained urologists (5.7% vs. 19.9%, p=0.0005). The purpose of this study was not to investigate the preference of other treatment options for stones <20mm among urologists, such as extracorporeal shock wave lithotripsy, fURS, miniperc, ultraminiperc and microperc. In this study, we investigated only the miniperc preferences for renal stones among the surveyed urologists; therefore, further investigations are required to determine the preferences of urologists for the endourological treatments for stones <20mm.
ECIRS was developed to minimize multiple percutaneous tracts (21); however, our results showed that the percentage of ECIRS procedures and the number of multiple percutaneous tracts was higher in trained urologists than in those who were not trained. A possible explanation for this finding could be that trained urologists performed more PCNL procedures annually than untrained urologists; thus, trained urologists treat more complex cases. Another explanation for this finding could be related to the greater experience and self-confidence of high-volume surgeons.
Tubeless and totally tubeless drainage options are recent modifications of PCNL, and a recent meta-analysis showed that tubeless PCNL has potential advantages, including reduced postoperative pain and analgesia requirements, shorter hospitalizations and convalescence periods, and lower costs (22) . However, Sivalingam and coworkers reported that 76% of urologists (participants were members of the Endourological Society) continued to place a nephrostomy tube at the Thus, it appears that urologists worldwide favor the placement of a nephostomy tube for postoperative drainage, which continues to be the predominant procedure upon completion of PCNL. In Latin America, our results showed that nephrostomy tube drainage was the most common postoperative practice pattern; however, our comparison of trained and untrained urologists showed that nephrostomy tube co-location was significantly reduced and ureteral catheter placement (tubeless) was preferred by the trained urologists (Table-3 ).
The totally tubeless drainage option has a low acceptance rate among urologists, and Armitage reported that only 14% of urologists in the United Kingdom do not place a tube after the procedure (including a ureteral catheter) (11) . In contrast, totally tubeless drainage (no nephrostomy and no ureteral catheter) has a high preference rate by trained urologists in Latin America; however, significant differences were not observed in the preference rate compared with untrained urologists (Table-3) .
CT represents the gold standard imaging procedure for the detection of upper urinary tract stones, and the sensitivity and specificity have been reported to exceed 95% and 99%, respectively. Thus, CT is the ideal scan for evaluating the stonefree rate at the end of any endourological procedure for urinary stone treatment, including PCNL (23).
Sountoulides and colleagues observed that routine follow-up with unenhanced CT is beneficial for patients and complete eradication of stones is essential because of a higher risk of recurrent stone formation (23) . However, trained urologists in Latin America show a reduced preference for the use of CT for stone-free rate evaluations.
Determining how training in endourology could affect the practice patterns among urologists dedicated to stone treatment is important, and such training could explain the difference in final surgical outcomes and perioperative and postoperative complications. Our results clearly show that the practice patterns between trained and nontrained urologists differ; however, follow-up studies are necessary to determine the factors that could explain the differences in these practice patterns.
Because our data were obtained via an electronic survey completed by urologists, the findings cannot be used to reflect the exact practice patterns of urologists or establish precise explanations of the observed trends (like the equipment and the access to new technology that each urologist could have); however, the results have some merit. Although our response rate was low (16.55%), it is similar to previous studies reporting a response rate of 14-20% (5, (24) (25) .
A strength of our study is that it is the first to evaluate the practice patterns of PCNL among urologists in Latin America with and without endourology training.
cONcLUSIONS
Significant differences were observed in the PCNL practice patterns between Latin American urologists with and without endourology training. The preoperative use of nephrolitometric scales and tomography, minimally invasive PCNL, and combined management (ECIRS) and a greater percentage of multiple percutaneous tracts are more commonly observed with trained urologists. Finally, trained urologists have a greater case volume per year than nontrained urologists. Endourology training appears to influence the practice patterns of Latin American urologists when performing PCNL procedures and should be encouraged. 
